Scientists present talks all the time. The talk is one of the main tools of our trade. Some people give so many you wonder how they fit in experiments at all. Lab heads give seminars and conference speeches to sell their work to the world, and to attract the best people to work for them. Aspiring lab heads give job talks to sell themselves to potential employers. Nearly everyone gives talks so that their colleagues know what they're doing. In every case, speakers are trying to persuade the audience about something, and whether or not they succeed really matters.
As talks are this important, you might think that all speakers would work hard at being clear and persuasive. In fact, as anyone who attends conferences will testify, the quality of presentations varies hugely. I'm not talking about some scientists' work being better than others -though stunning results are a definite advantage -but when a really good speaker takes the rostrum, you can see people in the audience opening their eyes, perking up, and being persuaded. Sadly, the opposite happens far more often. The stereotypical 'egghead' scientist is, by convention, completely unable to communicate with the outside world, but an inability to talk persuasively about science to one's peers looks like carelessness.
Talks always carry unspoken messages. The overt part (here are the results, here's my interpretation, and here's who did the experiments) is only half of the story, and is often in the literature anyway. But most people go to most talks to pick up the more subtle messages that will tell them whether the person is going places, and whether they should bother to read the lab's work.
With really skilled speakers, this undercurrent is nearly invisible. The data appear to explain themselves, and the audience wander off to coffee afterwards wondering why their own experiments don't give such clear results. It's all in the performance, of course. Raw numbers and pictures don't tell stories, people tell stories.
An inability to talk persuasively about science to one's colleagues looks like carelessness
One very common cause of bad seminars is the fact that the speaker has forgotten the message by worrying too much about the data. Most people who talk frequently have done this. You probably know the feeling -when you've worked like a lunatic for weeks to get the final result, made the slide the night before the talk, only to find that nobody understands what it means. It almost never succeeds, but we still keep trying it. Weak speakers often prompt grumbles such as "Good data, but what did it all mean?" But how can data be good if they don't mean anything?
The really bad speakers, though, are the ones who set out to communicate hidden messages, but do it wrong. It's unfortunate, for example, how many people try and show how prolific they are by cramming in twice as many slides as they have time to show. Instead of implying productiveness -after all, even the worst researcher could eventually fill 30 or 40 slides with some kind of data -this usually gives an impression of muddled incomprehension. And if the researcher doesn't understand the data, who else will? I once saw a speaker, way beyond his allotted 20 minutes, describe four consecutive slides as "the last slide." He went on to show several more, too, and the audience was left wondering if he was as broad-minded about his results as with the numbering of his slides.
Similarly, speakers who try to establish their own power and importance usually fail. They might attempt this by mentioning that they can't remember the names of their postdocs because they have so many, or suggesting that the next speaker doesn't deserve their first 10 minutes. It never works -the speaker just seems insecure rather than influential.
Slides and overheads can also convey messages very different from the ones intended. Excessive, multicoloured artwork is, thankfully, getting rarer; at best it is simply distracting, but combined with imperfect data the hidden message becomes "I care more about my artwork than about my data." You can't make a silk purse out of a sow's ear, even if you present it against a background of computer-generated fluorescent stripes. Similarly, speakers frequently show fantastically detailed slides, saying "I know you can't see this, but . . ." What message does it send if they present their data so that nobody can see it?
In conclusion, giving a talk is like running an advertising campaign -the overall message is what counts. If anything it's easier than advertising, as most people who attend probably want to be persuaded. We, your audience, have come for a performance, and if you don't give us one you've failed. If you can entertain us, however, we'll think highly of you and look for your publications. We may even understand your data. What scientist could ask for more?
